CHAPTER VII

THE   ORINOCO  LOWLANDS   AND   THE
COLOMBIAN LLANURA

PHYSICALLY the basin of the Orinoco is an almost exact
replica of that of the Amazon, but on a much smaller
scale; the lower part of the plain through which the
main river and its chief tributaries flow is generally level and
liable to floods; towards the Andes in the west the surface
rises first gently for a considerable distance, then abruptly; to
the south there is an extensive plateau whose main watershed
lies more or less parallel with the axial stream and well away
from it, so that the Orinoco receives a large share of the drain-
age of that part of the plateau which lies west of its mouth,
just as the Amazon receives a large share from a corresponding
section of the Brazilian Plateau; the resemblance between the
two basins is carried a step further by the manner in which the
plateaus to the south of each continue to the east beyond the
mouths of the rivers and throw a number of independent streams
northwards to the Atlantic; both basins are bounded on the
north by heights that present a fairly steep face towards the
basins, and are drained by a number of relatively short and
swift-flowing streams which act as feeders to the axial rivers;
and finally, both the Orinoco and the Amazon regions com-
municate with the lowlands to the south of their upper parts
by divides under 1,000 feet in height between the Andes and the
eastern plateaus. Just as the Madeira-Amazon forms a great
curve that hugs the Brazilian Plateau, so the upper and lower
Orinoco form another curve that hugs the Guiana Plateau even
more closely.

In one way, movement within the Orinoco Basin is easier
than in the Amazonian lowlands, for forests are absent over
much of the plains and the long dry season favours overland
communication. The Spaniards penetrated easily in the six-
teenth century as far south as the Guaviare and Caqueta Rivers,
that is, to the northern edge of the great zone of tropical forests,
although they founded no permanent settlements in these remote
parts. In another way, however, movement in the Orinoco
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